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1．Introduction
In the present day, more and more people, at home and abroad, are engaging in 
gender equality movements to address gender bias.  Under the influence of social and 
cultural context, people tend to connect gender to specific occupations, habits, and 
traits unconsciously.  Instead of a person’s characteristic, gender becomes a role 
assigned (Thompson and Walker, 1989, pp. 846).  It is still widely accepted that men 
are the main breadwinners of the family, and women play dual roles of the main 
homemaker and a worker, subsidizing the family income.  Motherhood penalty, 
parenting anxiety and postpartum depression, illustrating the endless anxiety mothers 
have to face, arouse the public awareness of harsh social expectations on mothers. 
Juggling between career and childrearing, they are overburdened.  Behind the myth 
of a good mother is snowballing trivial daily issues, inequal treatments in the work-
place, and the absence of the father.  Also, changing the gendered division of labor is 
not expecting women to perform like men but to encourage the sharing of unpaid 
domestic work between them (Lewis, 2002, pp. 332).
States also integrate gender issues into national policies, such as the parental 
leave.  The Japanese parental leave scheme provides an extensive leave entitlement 
up to one year with a payment of 67% of their original income in the first six months 
and 50% of their original income during the rest of the leave.  However, contrary to 
this generous and extensive parental leave scheme, only 6.16% of male employees in 
private companies have used parental leave, and 81% of their leave entitlements are 
less than one month (Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, 2019).  Meanwhile, 
female employees who take parental leave account for 82.2%, and over half of their 
leave is over ten months (Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, 2019).  The average 
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time Japanese fathers spend on childcare is 48 minutes a day, while Japanese mothers 
spend nearly 4 hours a day (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication, 2017). 
Hence, childrearing is still perceived as a woman’s job.
Previous theoretical papers amplify how the gendered divisions of roles between 
public and private spheres are internalized in current Japanese society from historical 
and cultural perspectives.  Personally speaking, the historical and social interpretation 
of gender roles is not convincing enough to explain the persistence of the gendered 
division of roles.  Consequently, this thesis investigates barriers of the Japanese 
parental leave scheme and examines how fatherhood reconfigured by the Japanese 
parental leave scheme relates to the low take-up by Japanese fathers.
2．“Women’s place is in the home” and the Japanese modernization
Motherhood is shaped and modified by discourses and social relations.  Before 
the Meiji period, taking care of children was not a woman’s moral obligation.  Facing 
the threat of Western power, the Meiji government introduced new nationalist politics, 
which attached great importance to economic development and normalized gender-
appropriate behaviors.  “Good Wife, Wise Mother,” a national slogan propagated by 
the Meiji government, encouraged women to devote themselves to the state through 
their childrearing and household management.  Underlying this national policy are 
two presumptions that families as social units were fundamental to the nation-building, 
and an increasing number of women were in charge of the household (Nolte and 
Hastings, 1991, pp. 171).  The state’s policy, with a beautiful wrapping of enshrined 
motherhood, deliberately intervened in the distribution of domestic work and pushed 
women into the domestic sphere (Bryant, 1991, pp. 145; Uno, 1991, pp. 39).  Un con-
sciously, women’s freedom and self-determination were relinquished in the face of the 
ideal female figure.  In the meantime, behind their contribution to the state was 
political exclusion, and the banning was merely due to their familial responsibility, 
neither their unintelligence nor incapacity (Nolte and Hastings, 1991, pp. 152 ─154). 
Women’s voices were never taken seriously by the authorities.
During Japanese modernization in the 1960s and 1970s, state guidance and 
bureaucrat intervention centered on economic development and the protection of the 
domestic market and reinforced the gendered division of work (Nemoto, 2016, pp. 
130).  In contrast to women’s domestic roles as a mother, men were socially identified 
as a salaryman rather than a father.  The protective employment system, featuring 
lifelong tenure and seniority promotion, institutionalized the male-breadwinner family 
model.  The efficiency-centered working environment was uncongenial to a woman’s 
life course.  Moreover, integrating work into their social identity, men valued the 
contribution in the workplace more than their participation in the household, and the 
image of a middle-class white-collar salaryman, sustaining the family income, was 
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recognized as hegemonic masculinity (Ishii-Kuntz, 2003, pp. 199).  Their full devotion 
to the company was exalted as virtuous and heroic self-scarification.
Along with the nuclearization of households, women were pushed into the 
domestic realms, and “housewifization” became a common social phenomenon in 
Japan, the United States and Europe (Ochiai and Molony, 2008, pp. 3; Fraser, 1994, pp. 
591).  Motherhood was more visible due to the popularization of electric household 
appliances such as washing machine and vacuum cleaner (Ueno, 2009, pp. 249; 
Buckley, 1993, pp. 348; Tokuhiro, 2009, pp. 73; Uno, 1993, pp. 304; Ambros, 2015, pp. 
136).  Meanwhile, the image of happy full-time housewives, popularized by public 
media such as magazines and televisions, became a symbol of modernity, wealth, and 
happiness that marriages were touted as a living guarantee and permanent employ-
ment (Kobayashi, 2004, pp. 64─66; Buckley, 1993, pp. 352).  Comparing with the 
media puffery, a majority of women still worked after marriage, since their husbands’ 
income was not enough to support the family budget (Uno, 1993, pp. 304).  Supporting 
the family income was an extension of their domestic obligation.
In addition, due to rapid economic growth and industrial change, employers 
faced a severe labor shortage.  To maintain economic momentum and to tackle the 
labor shor tage, employers set their sights on women as potential labor forces. 
Women as cheap contingent workers not only filled the gap of labor shortage but also 
helped companies save a large amount of welfare expenditure (Kobayshi, 2004, pp. 60; 
Nemoto, 2016, pp. 116).  Rather than making the decision on their own, women’s roles 
were passively determined responding to the demands of the society and the market. 
The dichotomous household division of labor became normative and built a ceiling of 
their upward mobility.
3．Womenomics and Ikumen Project
With a surge of female labor participation rate and the second-wave feminist 
movement, the dual-earner family model gradually replaced the male-breadwinner 
family model in Europe and the United States (Fraser, 1994, pp. 591).  However, the 
cur ve describing the Japanese female labor par ticipation rate by life cycle has 
remained M-shaped since the 1950s (Ochiai and Molony, 2008, pp. 5).  It reaches its 
peak during women’s twenties, declines sharply in their thirties, that is child-bearing 
age, and ascends again around the forties and fifties.
To break out from this predicament, Abe’s administration introduced womenom-
ics to create a society in which women can shine in 2013.  Only the quantity of 
women’s labor participation has changed, not the quality: 56% of employed women are 
still irregular workers with lower wages and unstable job security (Cabinet Office, 
2019).  Only 8.4% of them occupy a seat on the boards of the largest publicly listed 
companies (OECD, 2018).  Meanwhile, ikumen project, rewarding companies that 
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create a friendly environment for fathers to take leave, also fails to attract Japanese 
fathers to take parental leave.  The name “ikumen” is a combination of a Chinese 
character “parenting” and an English word “man” (Schimkowsky and Kohlbacher, 
2017, pp. 149), indicating a reconciliation between caring which is conventionally 
accepted as a feminine character and the traditional perception of masculinity as a 
salaryman.  Still, a Japanese mother spends 454 minutes on housework and parenting 
a day on average while a Japanese father spends 83 minutes on them (Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and Communication, 2017).  As we can see, the gendered division of 
labor is continuous.  Contradictor y to the extensive parental leave scheme, the 
utilization of parental leave by fathers is low in Japan.
4．Methodology
It is known to all that the state occupies an instrumental role in degenderizing 
from a macro level, and through examining the policy itself, we can reveal clues 
regarding the predicament Japan encounters.  I hypothesize that lacking incentives or 
punishments, the Japanese parental leave scheme encourages fathers to take leave 
under the premise that childcare does not conflict with their work.  To clarify how 
fatherhood is shaped by the Japanese parental leave scheme, I introduce the quota 
system in Norway as a comparison to detect the ideological and practical deficiencies 
in the Japanese parental leave scheme.
In addition, I chose the quota system as a reference due to its success in increas-
ing the take-up rate.  It introduces an incentive system in which each parent has an 
untransferable leave entitlement of 15 weeks based on the rule of ‘take-it-or-leave-it’, 
and they can distribute the rest of the leave entitlement.  Therefore, parents share 
both burden and reward of work and family life (Brandth and Kvande, 2001, pp. 251). 
The percentage of fathers who took parental leave rocketed from 4% to 78% after the 
implementation, and currently, fathers’ take-up of parental leave is stabilized around 
90% (Branth and Kvande, 2017a, pp. 31).  Furthermore, considering the re con fig u ra-
tion of fatherhood is an intangible concept, I examine it from two perspectives: the 
perceptual perspective, which analyses fathers’ attitudinal change towards childcare, 
and the practical perspective, which examines the statutory leverage of the parental 
leave scheme in workplaces.
5．Parental Leave Scheme: Reconfiguration of Fatherhood
The quota system nudges fathers to take the leave and participate in childcare 
with a gentle force by introducing an equal distribution of the leave and an incentive 
system based on the rule of “use-it-or-lose-it”.  Comparing with the Japanese parental 
leave scheme, the quota system transforms an optional into an obligation (Brandth, 
Kvande, and Dørum, 2020, pp. 123).  Rather than identifying themselves as breadwin-
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ners of the family, fathers perceive childcare as social obligation and incorporate 
fatherhood as family responsibility.  Nevertheless, the Japanese parental leave is 
voluntary.  From the perceptional perspective, the fatherhood reconfigured by the 
Japanese parental leave is contingent and temporary comparing with their full-time 
employment in companies.
After the introduction of womenomics and ikumen project, social attitudes towards 
gender roles has changed.  According to a survey conducted by Cabinet Office (2019), 
51.6% of people agreed with the male-breadwinner family model in 2012, while people 
holding the same opinion dropped to 35.1% in 2019.  However, when being asked 
about the balance between career and family, 62.2% of people thought men should put 
their career at the first place, and 71.2% of people held the view that mothers should 
attach more importance to childcare than her career when the child is under three 
years old (Cabinet Office, 2019).  Although Japan provides a generous leave entitle-
ment that allows parents to distribute by themselves, usually mothers are expected to 
shoulder the primary responsibility of childcare.  Still, working mothers are being 
questioned on how to balance their work and family.  It is a question which working 
fathers rarely have to be faced with.  The public still perceives that a woman’s value is 
bound to her domestic devotion and childrearing rather than achievements in 
workplaces (Fujita, 1989, pp. 73), and a father’s role in the household is a helper 
(Thompson and Walker, 1989, pp. 854).
From the practical perspective, as Ishii-Kuntz (2003, pp. 208) states, the working 
environment is as important as the familial responsibility in constructing the mascu-
linity.  It is generally accepted that ideal workers are never unencumbered by family 
af fairs (Brandth and Kvande, 2017b, pp. 71).  Based on a sur vey conducted by 
Mitsubishi Research and Consulting (2017), around 90% of male employees expressed 
workplaces were their main concern of taking parental leave, in which 27.8% of them 
mentioned that their work was too busy to take the leave and 24.6% of them fretted 
about their salaries and promotion and 25.4% of them replied that working environ-
ment made them difficult to negotiate with employers and take the parental leave. 
Deviated from their full-time commitment, fathers who take parental leave are deemed 
as a “betrayer” of their workplaces.  Therefore, building a bridge between the 
workplace and family is of importance.
Additionally, the working culture in Japan also hampers them from taking 
parental leave.  The long working hour in Japanese enterprises is common since 
companies attach great importance to workers’ full devotion to the company.  The 
maximum monthly overtime work should not exceed 45 hours and the maximum 
annual overtime work should not exceed 360 hours (Ministry of Health, Labor and 
Welfare, 2020).  However, parental leave scheme restricts the overtime work by 
decreasing to 24 hours a month and 150 hours a year.  Overnight work has been 
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prohibited until the child goes to the primary school (Ikumen Project, 2020).  So, 
despite that the parental leave scheme secures the time which employees can spend 
on parenting, it restricts their performance at the workplace and even impacts nega-
tively on their promotion or payment in the future.
The quota system constructs a legal pre-negotiated right for parents, which 
guarantees job security (Brandth, Kvande and Dørum, 2020, pp. 120).  Considering 
the asymmetrical power relationship between employers and employees, it is difficult 
for employees to take leave due to their personal needs.  The statutory support allows 
employees to hold a bargaining chip in hands and negotiate with their employers.  It 
has been 27 years since Norway enacted daddy’s quota, so taking parental leave 
gradually has been normalized in their daily life (Brandth and Kvande, 2017b, pp. 76). 
In addition, Norwegian Working Environment Act protects the working environment 
and directly regulates that the amount of overtime work must not exceed 10 hours in 
a week, 25 hours in a month and 200 hours in one year, and normal working hours 
must not exceed nine hours a day and 40 hours in a week (Norwegian Ministry of 
Labor and Social Affairs, 2006).  Long working hours in Norway are avoided by the 
law, and the regulation provides employees themselves a more flexible and friendly 
working condition.
Therefore, the Japanese parental leave scheme is designed separately from the 
actual working environment and work culture, so its statutory impact is weak and 
inefficacious.  Without the help of incentives, fathers are expected to take parental 
leave under the occasion that their involvement in childcare does not conflict with 
their commitment to the company.  In contrast with their full-time employment as a 
worker, fatherhood is contingent and temporary.  The scheme is built on a male-
breadwinner family model, complying with the dichotomous household division of 
labor rather than a dual-earner family model.
6．Conclusion
Motherhood is a gendered experience.  When we recall our childhood, mothers 
occupy an indispensable role accompanying us as we grow up.  People prefer using 
“selfless”, “invaluable” and “unconditional” to compliment maternal love while people 
tend to use “reticent” or “undemonstrative” to depict fathers’ contributions.  Making 
meal plans concerning the baby’s health, comforting the child when it is throwing 
tantrums and making clothes for the kid are deemed as a mother’s duty.  While taking 
care of the children is not regular work which has fixed time to rest.  The demarcation 
between work and relaxation is blurry, since mothers have to be responsive to the 
needs of their children all the time.
The term motherhood, meaning giving bir th to and rearing up children, is 
socially and culturally constructed and reinforced.  The social expectation of being a 
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good mother is a weapon pointing to each woman, nudging them to abide by their 
gender roles and constraining them from pursuing personal values.  The parenting 
responsibility in Japan is imbalanced, and even though the parental leave scheme is 
extensive and generous, the take-up of parental leave by fathers is relatively low.  The 
historical construction of “Good Wife, Wise Mother” connected female roles to the 
domestic realm, and the modernization with demographic changes institutionalized 
the household division of labor.  Responsive to the national economic growth, men 
and women fit themselves into separate realms and roles.  However, the invisible 
glass ceiling constructed by gender norms in the labor market and the intangible 
boundar y between domestic and public spheres not only hinders women from 
climbing the ladder onto the managerial positions but also distances men from the 
domestic sphere which conventionally is considered as a woman’s place.
This thesis focuses on policy hindrances embedded in the Japanese parental 
leave scheme.  Through how the Japanese parental leave scheme reconfigures 
fatherhood from perceptional and practical perspectives, we find that lacking an 
incentive system, fatherhood reconfigured by the Japanese parental leave is an option 
rather than a social obligation and family responsibility.  The scheme encourages 
fathers to take parental leave under the premise that parenting does not conflict with 
their work and still considers parenting as women’s primary responsibility.  Conflict-
ing with the current work culture, it fails to make a compromise between work and 
family life, and the design of the parental leave concedes to the market and the 
patriarchal society.  Last but not at least, gender roles are socially and culturally 
constructed.  The transgression from the gender norm might be abnormal for the 
public, and overcoming the conventional masculinity and femininity is not a piece of 
cake.  However, as Arundhati Roy (Wikipedia, 2020) says “Another world is not only 
possible, she is on her way.  On a quiet day, I can hear her breathing.” With each 
kindness and tiny effort that we make, we give birth to our future.
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